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RELIGIOUS STRIFE IN ISRAEL:
Contemporary Issues

Contrary to the impression of many, religious strife in Israel is not a new
phenonmenon. The early history of the World Zionist Organization (WZO)
is one consisting of a highly precarious relationship between the secular
and religious Zionist organizations and movements, and the religious, non-
Zionist Agudat Israel movement, as welL. Outright fights in the WZO were
very bitter. Ehud Luz's work,' despite a few errors in the translation from
the original Hebrew, provides the most complete analysis of the ideological
and pragmatic issues involved.

One factor which has exacerbated the religious-secular conflict since
the Six-Day War is the interrelationship between religion and nationalism.
Specifically, most of the religious parties are viewed as "hawkish" in general,
and especially vis-à-vis Israel's retention of virtually all of the Administered
Territories, Judea and Samaria/the West Bank. Among secularists, in par-
ticular, there is a prevalent image of religious Zionists as political messianists.
This image stems, in large measure, from the strong religious Zionist
influence in the settlement movement, Gush Emunim, as analyzed by Stewart
Reiser in his essay, liThe Religious Parties as a Support System for the Settler
Movement,"2 The first comprehensive in-depth analysis of the interrela-
tionship between the more extreme elements of the religious and political
right appears in a recent book by Ehud Sprinzak.3

The literature on Gush Emunim is vast, compared to its size and, as
with any controversial subject, the quality varies. Significantly, virtually all
social scientific analyses implicitly and in some case, explicity view Gush
Emunim as an unnatural and undesireable feature of Israeli society. Gideon
Aran's doctoral dissertation on the subject, written for the Hebrew
University's Department of Sociology, is unpublished. However, he has
written several articles based on that work, including, "From Religious
Zionism to Zionist Religion: The Roots of Gush Emunim,"4 and lIJewish

Zionist Fundamentalism: The Bloc of the Faithful in Israel (Gush Emunim)."s
Three books on the subject, from three somewhat different perspectives,
are by an Israeli parliamentarian, Amnon Rubinstein6; an American political
scientist, Ian S. Lustick7; an a collection edited by David Newman, an Israeli
social geographer.8 Among the notable briefer analyses are those by Ehud
Sprinzak,9 and Janet Aviad.'o Of the Israeli books in Hebrew, Danny
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Rubenstein, a journalist for the Labor Party daily, Davar, and Tsvi Raanan,
have both written highly critical accounts,11 whereas Yohai Rudik, a graduate
of Yeshivat Har Etzion, Yeshivat Mercaz Harav, and the Hebrew University,
has written a much more sympathetic analysis of the movement's ideological
origins.12 Haggai Segal, a participant in the lIJewish underground," the group
responsible for a number of physical crimes against Palestinian Arab leaders
in the Territories, including assassination attempts which resulted in per-
manent physical injury to several subjects, as well an attempt to blow up
the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, has written his own personal account of
the affair.13

The image of the religious as political messianists probably also stems
from the ideology and actions of the late Meir Kahane and the extremist
party which he founded and headed, Kach. There are no good biographical
analyses of Meir Kahane. Virtually the only book-length portraits of Kahane
are two highly sensationalist ones, one by an Israeli writer, Yair Kotler,14
and the other by an American journalist, Thomas R. Friedman.1s Kahane

himself was a prolific writer. Two of his latest books which contain the
essence of his ideology as it relates to Israel are, They Must C016 and Un-
comfortable Questions for Comfortable JewsY Much has been written on
the social and political sources of Kahanism as well its implications for Israeli
society. The most notable are those by the Israeli political scientist, Ehud
Sprinzak,18 the Israeli Jewish philosopher, Aviezer Ravitzky,19 and the
American journalist, Leon Wieseltier.20 The best analysis of the debate
concerning Kahanism is by the Israeli criminologist, Gerald Cromer.21 By
contrast, there have been surprisingly few serious attempts to critically
analyze the major ideas and conceptions of Kahane. One such attempt,
by S. Dan Breslauer,2 deals primarily with Kahane's ideas and activities
in the United States, prior to his migration to IsraeL. Another, much more
sympathetic, is a slim volume by an American Israeli who has been very
successful as a shaliah aliya, Jay M. Shapiro, who argues that, from the
perspectives of both modern democracy and the Jewish character of Israel,
the objectives of Kahane need to be reconsidered.23

The much more basic arena of religious-secular strife in Israel today,
however, has virtually nothing to do with the Territories, and the conflict
is primarily not between the Religious Zionist and secular elements in Israeli
society. Rather, as Samuel C. Heilman and Menachem Friedman elucidate,24
it is between the secular and the much more sectarian, lIultra- orthodox,"
non-Zionist elements, known as haredim. In recent years, the major political
advances have been made by haredi parties, including Agudat Israel, the
Sephardic Shas party, and Degel Hatorah. Many complex issues are involved
in the strife, including the facts that while, on the one hand, many haredim
do not serve in the military, the haredi parties make major demands for
government economic support of their institutions. Also, in some cities,
particularly Jerusalem, the haredim are growing rapidly and increasing
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numbers of areas are becoming haredi neighborhoods, c in which non-
haredim feel overtly alienated. Heilman and Friedman offer a good summary
and analysis of the growing potential for conflict between the haredim
and the rest of Israeli society. A more detailed the relationship between
the haredim, Religious Zionists, and many other aspects of religious
developments in Israel and their impact on both Israeli society and Israel-
American Jewish relations is found in Charles S. Liebman and Steven M.
Cohen, Two Worlds of judaism.2s In brief, they suggest that Israeli Judaism
is becoming increasingly particularistic while American Judaism is becoming
increasingly universalistic, and they raise the question as to whether there
are not developing two separate and distinct types of Judaism. In a much
more extreme and highly polemical style, Uri Huppert decries what he
views in Israel as a ((return to the ghetto," and as a manifestation of "Zionism
in retreat,"26 particularly because of the growing strength of the haredim
and the heightened nationalism of the Religious Zionists.

Menachem Friedman, of Bar-llan University, has written the most
penetrating structural analysis to date of haredi society in Israel in which
he explains how the that society emerged and how it has been forced
to change by virtue of the very sub- society which it created.2 Specifically,
Friedman argues, although the ultra-Orthodox community Eretz Israel was
traditionally separatist and espoused an ideology of non- cooperation with
secular Zionists, the haredi society which emerged after World War II,
because it was established as a society of scholars, became dependent on
the secular society in a variety of ways, despite the fact that the haredi

society continues to maintain geographic and social segregation from the
rest of Israeli society. However, Friedman warns, although it been enor-
mously successful until now, haredi society is inevitably faced with a
challenge from which it will not be able to emerge unscathed. Namely,
the economic costs of maintaining a growing number of yeshivot and kolelim
with increasing numbers of males who are not in the labor force is creating
a situation in which the society may well have to adopt a much more selective
approach and may have to require many of its young men to leave the
yeshiva world and become gainfully employed. Once that happens, the
haredi society may begin to lose the powerful social control which it now
holds over its members.

Whereas Friedman, as a sociologist, analyzes the structure haredi society,
Samuel C. Heilman, as an anthropologist with highly sensitized eyes and
a special talent for writing, exquisitely analyzes the nature of the haredi
community and its cultural norms in his new book, Defenders of the Faith:
Inside Ultra-Orthodox jewry.28 Heilman agrees with Friedman that, despite
the perceptions of many that haredi society is centuries old, it is actually
a relatively recent one. It it a specific reaction to modernity and an attempt
to recreate and preserve a past that actually never was. Much of Heilman's
book is a very intimate portrait of the techniques devised for maintaining
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boundaries between haredi and non-haredi society and preserving that
assumed past. He personally participated in many of the ritualistic settings
which he analyzes, among them being a Belzer Bar Mitzva, a rebbe's tisch
(lltable"), the educational system from the most elementary-level yeshiva
through the higher yeshiva (yeshiva gedola), and such rites of passage as
engagements, weddings, and funerals. He also includes a chapter on sexual
patterns which is completely pioneering. It is incredible that he was able
to even begin to explore the whole subject with the his haredi interviewees,
let alone probe it as deeply as he has.

Although many of differences between the analyses of Friedman and
Heilman can be attributed to differences in professional perspectives-
structural sociologist and cultural anthropologist, there is another, perhaps
even more ((fundamental" difference in their perspectives on the pheno-
menon of haredim, and that relates to the society in which they live. Heilman,
as an American social scientist who lives very far from his subjects and
is not directly affected by them, views the haredim within the context of
((the spectacle of the past" which "retains a curious charm."29 Indeed, almost

the entire book reflects this fascination and implicit admiration which the
author has for his subjects. Friedman, on the other hand, is an Israeli, and
Israelis are increasingly affected in very many ways by haredim. For Friedman,
the analysis of haredim is not idle curiosity. He views them as active par-
ticipants in a confrontation which affects all of IsraeL. Thus, there is in
Friedman's book a air of urgency and a sense of challenge for Israel, whereas
for Heilman it is the haredim who are under seige.

Further evidence that the haredim are an integral part of the very timely
religious scene in Israel today comes from the recent publication of stil
another social scientific work, this time by a Dutch anthropologist, Daniel
Meijers.3o Meijers states that he conducted the research for this work during
the summer of 1974, which immediately raises the question as to whether
it is not, therefore, out of date, especially since there have been so many
significant developments both in the specific community studied and in
the relationship between that community and outsiders since 1974. Also,
Meijers' work is not nearly as comprehensive as Heilman's. It is much more
of a social anthropology, whereas Heilman's is a cultural anthropology.
Following an initial chapter on the historical background of Hasidism, Meijers
provides a brief overview of the development of Mea Shearim and its
inhabitants, and especially the Reb Arreleh Hasidim. There follows an sketch
of the Reb Arreleh community, a chapter devoted to an analysis of family
dynamics and family-related patterns, and a brief chapter on the Reb Arreleh
community's ((view of mankind and the world." The sixth and concluding
chapter is an even briefer one which purports to offer a short, less than
five pages summary. Had Meijers published his work earlier, it would have
been a contribution, in that it would have been the first serious social
scientific introduction to the world of the haredim. However, in light of
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Heilman's more contemporary and much richer portrayal and analysis at
almost half the price, Meijers' book seems destined to oblivion.

Despite what appear to be the growing rifts between the religious and
secular and between the haredi and modern, there are some indications
of an awareness and concern about these issues on both sides of the conflict
and attempts have been undertaken to resolve the sources of conflict. A
number of such attempts are analyzed and discussed in a useful collection
of essays edited by Charles S. Liebman,31 a book which also highlights the
variety of religious types in IsraeL. Another collection for which the theme
of religious variety is even more central has been edited by Zvi Sobel and
Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi.32 This volume is unique in its colorful portrayal
of a range of communal dimensions which manifest the significance of
the religious factor, as well as informed discussions of religious dissent and
alternatives including analyses of Reform and Conservative Judaism in Israel,
the newly-religious and religious defectors.

In the final analysis, however, the results of the recent 1992 Israeli
elections will probably have the most significant impact on religious-secular
relations, though the direction is far from clear. On the one hand, the
fact the the haredi parties are in a much less pivotal parliamentary position
than they were in 1988, may reduce friction between the haredi and non-
haredi segments because the haredim, except for Shas, will no longer be
in a position to make major demands from the ruling coalition since they
are not part of it. And, even Shas is not absolutely essential for coalition-
Labor does have a majority, though a slim one, with Meretz and the Arabs.

On the other hand, if there is a drastic curtailment of settlement in
the Territories, it is likely that Gush Emunim will be reactivated and at
least certain segments will not hesitate to engage in confrontation tactics
with the government. This may once again exacerbate relations between
the religious and secular, especially since the NRP adopted an explicitly
nationalistic stance with the slogan ((Hamafdalleyeminha" ("The NRP is
on your right") during the recent election campaign.

Finally, both the manner in which Shulamit Aloni conducts herself as
Minister of Education, and the manner in which she is treated by the religious,
will also invariably affect the course of religious-secular relations in IsraeL.
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